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Some studies showed that men represented  women related issues  in the legislatures (Tremblay & 
Pelletier,2000). There are also studies revealed that men and women have stark different in policy preferences 
especially when it comes to issues directly related to women (feminist) (Lovenduski and Norris, 2003). In some 
studies, however, it showed that women are less likely to represent women, hence, it is only a symbolic 
representation of women in the legislatures (Trimble & Arscott, 2003). There are also studies evidently shown that 
it was the women legislators who initiated, proposed and championed women issues resulting to women friendly 
policies as outcomes (Whistler & Ellickson, 2010; Mullen, 1999 ).  
 
This paper aims to examine whether women representatives in the Malaysian parliament represent women by 
proposing women related issues as well as inserting their gendered perspectives in so called, non-women issues. 
Three issues were selected, namely, single mothers, children and international issues. The first two were 
regarded as women concerns [1] (Grey, 2006;     Powley, 2005) while the last one was closely associated to men’s 
top issue preference in the legislature (IPU, 1998). The parliamentary debates were content analyzed under 
these respective themes.  
 
 
Women And Political Representation  
 
All human beings have needs and demands. Thus, we need platforms to process these inputs and make it a 
reality. This can be done in a democratic system because it provides formal as well as informal  mechanism for 
these demands to be heard and seen.  Through representative democracy, the people can elect their 
representatives to run the government on their behalf and to make decisions for them (Abdul Rashid Moten, 
2006). Some scholars argue that the representational role is a mandate from the people which make the former 
to carry out the wishes of the people. However, another group of scholars maintain that the representatives are 
the trustees. They carry out the wishes of the people when deemed appropriate but at the same time also acting 
in the best interest of the people. The arguments are basing on the premise that  the people do not have the 
knowledge or ideas on certain issues, hence, requires the representative’s best judgement to forward the issues 
accordingly  (Roskin, 2012). 
 
The latter practice may result in some group’s interest being excluded while the former might not appear to be 
effective representatives. Anne Philips (1998) who advocates for women representation argues that the 
application of liberal democracy which emphasis on idea-based identity will result the exclusion of group- based 
representation. It does not concern with the gender of the legislator- practically anybody, man or woman can be 
the representative to a group. However, Phillips argues that, a particular type of representation will result 
exclusion of certain groups of people such as the minority or women from being represented in the legislatures. 
She explains that each group which is defined by gender or ethnicity has different interests and forms a politically 
relevant group hence  deserves representation. Group representation as she argued, is an essential prerequisite 
to achieve political equality because it accommodates the differences and not neutralizes it. In the context of 
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women's political representation, Philips gives several justifications; a) women are under-represented in political 
decision-making bodies i.e assemblies, b) women makes assertive advocates and lastly c) women introduce 
different set of concerns, interest and values in politics.  
 
Philips arguments are echoed by other scholars dealing with women representation which can be reflected 
through Manon Tremblay (1998), she states that: 
 
…differences in perception between women and men are the result of different physco-
social development, socialization and gender roles…that, since women experience 
discrimination in society, they would have a more women-friendly political agenda than men 
and would easily espouse an egalitarian perspective on social and political issues 
 
Generally, it can be argued that representative democracy provides an avenue to air interest and demands of the 
people in an effective manner. In addition, to make an effective representation, a representative should come 
from the group that he or she represents because he or she knows and understand the “real stories” of the group 
subsequently making an effective and convincing advocates. In this context, women representatives are best to 
represent women, making them important in parliaments.  
 
 
Policy Proposals In The Dewan Rakyat  
 
The 10th and 11th Dewan Rakyat were selected for this study. The selection of these two parliaments was due to 
the number of women in the Dewan Rakyat which reached approximately slightly over 10% of the total number of 
the seats. The Critical Mass Theory introduced by Rosabeth Moss Kanter (1977) who purports that, when more 
women in an organization, they would be able to affect policies in that organization to favour them. She 
suggested between 15% to 40% as the number for women to make changes to favour them.  Hence, basing on 
this theory, the selection of the terms (year) were made. Prior to these two terms, since independence, the 
percentage  of women representatives was minimal, ranging from only 1.92% to 7.81% (Ensiklopedia Keputusan 
Pilihan raya Umum Parlimen & Dewan Undangan Negeri (1959-2004), 2008). Hence, with this increment, though 
minimal, would hope to increase the likelihood of women representatives to raise women issues in the parliament.  
For the context of this paper, some proposals made by male and female MPs were discussed. The proposals 
discussed were related to single mother, children  and international issues.  The selections of these themes have 
explained in the earlier section.  
 
Table 1: Single mother related proposals 
 
No. Male MP Female MP 
Sub-themes  Assistances for single mothers   
 1) to settle the disputes  between a single 
mother association in Penang with a PUTERI 
branch over the collection of money they both 
obtained through a grand dinner that they 
organized (MP 1, Dewan Rakyat, 31.3.2005) 
2) to evaluate the amount of financial 
assistance (RM80) given to single mothers in 
Sabah (MP 2, Dewan Rakyat 8.7.2004) 
3) to set up district women cooperation 
(koperasi wanita daerah) to assist single 
1) to standardize Syariah law as to 
overcome child maintenance issues (MP A, 
Dewan Rakyat 1.4.2003 ) 
2) to improve laws to handle settlement 
issues (MP B, Dewan Rakyat  9.9.2000) 
3) to publicize single mother programmes in 
mother-tongue newspaper (MP C, Dewan 
Rakyat  3.12.2001) 
3) to provide more counselling and legal 
services to single mothers (MP D, Dewan 
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mothers in generate incomes or train as 
entrepreneurs and to market products 
produced by women or other groups 
there  (MP 3, Dewan Rakyat 24.4.2007). 
4) all male MPs who were financially capable 
to marry single mothers as their second or 
third wives (MP 4, Dewan Rakyat 10.6.2004).  
5) to update the lists of agencies which offers 
aids to single mothers (MP 5, Dewan 
Rakyat 18.6.2002) 
Rakyat  3.12.2001, 18.6.2002) 
4) to amend forms that related to children 
education allowing signatures of mothers or 
legal guardians (MP A, Dewan Rakyat 
7.3.2000) 
5) to provide various training skills for 
economic empowerment (MP E, Dewan 
Rakyat  3.10.2002) 
6) to provide a micro credit scheme for 
single mothers to start a business (MP F, 
Dewan Rakyat  14.7.2004).  
7) to set up single mother training center 
(Pusat Latihan Ibu Tunggal) to generate 
income themselves (MP F, Dewan 
Rakyat  31.1. 2005) 
 
 
Table 2: Children related proposals 
 
No Male MP Female MP 
Sub-themes   
Child care 
center 
Child care center  
 1) set up child care centers for urban 
poor families (MP 6, Dewan 
Rakyat 7.3.2000) 
1) to set up child care centers at workplace (MP 
B, Dewan Rakyat MP H Dewan Rakyat, 
21.2.2000; MP H, Dewan Rakyat 21.2.2000; MP 
B, Dewan Rakyat 23.10.2003) 
2)  to set up child care quality and affordable 
centers  (MP B, Dewan Rakyat 21.2.2000) 
3) to set up child care centers for a very young 
age i.e. newborn (MP F, Dewan Rakyat, 
31.3.2004) 
 Incentives for child care centers  
 -Nil- 1) to give income relief for child care (MP 
B, Dewan Rakyat 7.3.2000) 
2) to grant incentive for employers setting up 
child care centers (MP B, Dewan 
Rakyat 7.3.2000) 




-Nil- 1) to impose death penalty or stoning to death 
for incest or rape involved minors (MP G, 
Dewan Rakyat 9.8.2001) 
2) to make whipping as mandatory (MP I, 
Dewan Rakyat 9.8.2001) 
3) to impose higher punishment  including the 
minimal punishment, depending the seriousness 
of the crimes (MP H, Dewan Rakyat 17.7.2006) 
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 More protection to women and girls  
 -Nil- 1) expand the definition of rape (MP B, Dewan 
Rakyat  9.8.2001) 
2) create categories of rapes (MP B, Dewan 
Rakyat 17.7.2006; MP H, Dewan Rakyat 
17.7.2006) 
 Crimes prevention  
 1) increase raids  at night markets and 
suspected premises to control the 
circulation of pornographic VCDs (MP 7, 
Dewan Rakyat MS2 PG3 2001) 
1) sex education to school children 
(MP B, Dewan Rakyat 9.8.2001; MP G, Dewan 
Rakyat 9.8.2001) 
2) counselling to rape victims and the criminals 
(MP I, Dewan Rakyat 9.8.2001; MP B, Dewan 
Rakyat 9.8.2001) 
                                          
 
Table 3: International Issues related proposals 
 
No Male MP Female MP 
Subthemes  Issues related International crimes   
 1) to have a specific bill in order to deal 
with human trafficking including women 
(MP 8, Dewan Rakyat 21.8.2006) 
2) to examine the protocols related to the 
United Nation Convention on the Cross 
Border Crimes and precipitate the 
process (MP 8, Dewan 
Rakyat 21.8.2006) 
3) to provide shelters for victims of 
women  trafficking (MP 8, Dewan 
Rakyat 21.8.2006) 
1) to create a bill that deal with foreign brides 
companies as to prevent the women 
trafficking (MP B, Dewan Rakyat 16.9.2000) 
 Issues related to humanitarian 
intervention  
 
 1) to organize humanitarian assistances 
in Afghanistan (MP 9, Dewan 
Rakyat 1.4.2003) 
-Nil-  
 Issues related to war and the United 
Nations   
 
 -Nil- 1) to collect collective and united  voices from 
NAM and OIC countries in the United Nations 
to protest and stop war against against Iraq 
(MP A, Dewan Rakyat 1.4.2003) 
2) to eliminate the veto power of the Security 
Council and allow the UN members to decide 
on issues related to world security (MP G, 
Dewan Rakyat 21.8.2006) 
3) to appoint the UN Secretary General 
according to the giliran berdua i.e. Africa, 
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Asia, Europe, North and South America (MP 
G, Dewan Rakyat 21.8.2006) 
4) to eliminate the weapons of destruction in 
all countries immediately (MP G, Dewan 
Rakyat 21.8.2006) 
(5) to accept interviews offers by foreign 
media agencies as ways to forward 
Malaysian stands on US-Iraq war (MP J, 
Dewan Rakyat 21.8.2006) 
6) to publicize demonstrations organized by 
the NGOs and the opposition parties against 
US attacks in Iraq in the local media (MP G, 
Dewan Rakyat 21.8.2006)  
7) to allow Malaysians to stage their 
demonstrations against the US attacks on 
Iraq  (MP G, Dewan Rakyat 21.8.2006) 
8) to set up special funds for the war victims 





In general, it can be observed that both male and female MPs proposed issues related to single mothers, children 
and international issues.  In terms of single mother related issues, there were five proposals from the men while 
the women proposed eight proposals. There were twelve proposals made by the women MPs as compared to 
only two by men under the children issues. Four proposals related to the international issues forwarded by men 
while the women exceeded by five proposals. Further observations are outlined below: 
  
a) Both men and women proposed issues relating to single mothers, children and international issues 
b) Women made more proposals than men in these three issues 
c) There was a stark difference in the children issues. There were  more women proposed than men, 12 vs 2 
proposals respectively. In a study in the UK House of Commons, pertaining to the issue of child care, one 
woman MP stated that “if we hadn’t had all these women here...I don't think this childcare strategy...would 
have all the money it’s had” . Another woman also recalled that it was a woman MP who had introduced an 
Early Day Motion regarding rape. She did not think “a man would do this” (Childs, 2004, 131,136). Thus, it 
can be said that in some issues, men and women differed greatly.  
d) Men represented women issues - for instance reevaluating financial scheme given to the single mothers, 
setting up cooperation to assist single mothers, and setting up child care centers for the poor. They also 
made gendered claims in certain issues,  for example, proposing to have a specific bill to overcome  human 
as well as women trafficking and to provide shelters for victims of  women trafficking. However, in certain 
issues that related to sexual protection or child maintenance, men’s presence was absent. These 
observation is consistent with a study conducted in the British Parliament showing that  while men and 
women signed in almost similar weight in women’s related issues, the sexes diverged significantly in the 
most feminist and radical women issues such as equal rights and women related health care (Childs & 
Withey, 2004). A study in the 15 US state legislatures revealed that while men supported some women 
related issues, the sex differences was most pronounced in women’s issues related to reproduction or 
physical health of women (Barnello & Bratton, 2007).  
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e) There was a proposal made by a male representative which was not in the interest of the general women - 
marrying single mothers as second or third wives. The male MP stated that: 
 
...in Abraham Maslow theory, relating to happiness, I believe that the core issue for 
single mother is, well, I did not deny the needs of finance, training to develop 
themselves, but most important thing to them is a husband. If they have husbands… 
I think some of the money that we wanted to spend for these projects, should be 
used to return them back to their husbands, if they separated, if the husbands 
passed away, then, we find new husbands for them. So I would like to suggest all 
male MPs, who are financially capable, take these single mothers as second or third 
wives… (MP 4, Dewan Rakyat 10.6.2004).  
 
It can be argued that, the gender of the legislator matter for he or she knows best the interest of the that he or she 
represents.  
 
f) The issues that the women representatives proposed reflected a high degree of understanding of the needs 
as well as problems encountered by women and girls. For instance, due to separation with former husbands, 
many women experienced difficulties in getting children’s fathers signatures for the education purposes. 
Hence, a proposal was made to change the existing policy to allow mothers and legal guardians’ signatures to 
be used.  In one of her parliamentary debates on this problem, MP A noted: 
           
...I was taken by surprise to read yesterday’s newspaper, lamenting that there are 
3.4 millions single mothers in the country. I wonder where are the fathers?. I fully 
understand the challenges faced by single mothers...the average age of Muslim 
single mothers is in the 30s with three children...all attending school, where are the 
fathers?. If he dies, we understand, in the hereafter we meet, btu those who simply 
vanished. Where are they?. These children need love, they need to go to school, 
clothing, food and drink...many single mothers told me that they faced problems 
especially when they wanted to transfer their children’s schools, they need the 
father’s signatures, however, if men vanished, what can they do?. So I hope the 
government will do something to help these mothers in ensuring that their children 
continue their education… (Dewan Rakyat 7.3.2000) 
 
The proposals from the women also reflected that they bring their experiences and position in the families and 
societies into their legislative works. Most of the  women MPs who made proposals relating to child care centers 
were mothers. They understood the problems to balance between works and familial responsibilities, hence 
making them championing the issue of child care centers, not only at workplaces, but also quality and affordable. 
Some are even more pronounced than others in proposing women related issues. For example, MP A made 
more proposals on single mothers than other women MPs. She is a widow and has reflected a high degree of 
understanding of the single mothers needs and problems. 
 
In addition, it can be observed that the women also called for more protection for sexual crimes related to 
children. They called for heavier punishment for rape and incest, such as like death penalty, stoning to death, 
mandatory whipping and heavy imprisonment. One of the female MP who proposed death penalty and stoning to 
death elaborated in a great details on the effects of incest and rape of victims in her parliamentary debates. MP 




….rape victims appeared to be shocked, confused and suffered phobia. They could 
not believe the incident they experienced. They also feel embarrassed, 
uncomfortable and isolated themselves...the rape victims often blame themselves for 
the occurrence of the crime. they also lack of motivation to work. This will destroy 
their future...According to Human Aid Organization in 1998, 28 out of 115 cases were 
classified as incest. This shows that there is a disorientation of family in our society. 
Children might no longer feel safe when their own fathers or male family members 
raped them. This will cause them to abandon their own houses, take drugs and dump 
babies. Homes to them are no longer safe haven but a scary place ( Dewan Rakyat 
9.8.2001) 
 
Furthermore, the women MPs also inserted their perspectives in the issues that are known as non-women 
issues.  It can be seen that when they proposed to protest the attacks of the US on Iraq and to eliminate the 
weapon of mass destructions, one of the women MPs argued that: 
 
...its our responsibilities to help Iraq...the first picture I watched in the television was a 
small child full of fear crying...what is the sin of this child, I can hear the crying and 
screaming of the children's, mothers, fathers, who lost their children, husbands and 






From the observations made, the paper concludes that we need women representation in the Malaysian 
parliament. Although men proposed women related issues and even displayed their favour for women in the non-
women issues, women representatives brought the issues differently than the men. It is due to how they and 
other women experience the world and how they are affected by it. These concerns later brought in when the 
women are elected as representatives. The women representatives could recognize genuine or “real needs and 
demands” of the women. It was apparent that they called to have child care centers very persistently and the 
proposal appeared almost in every year throughout these two parliaments. They have made various proposals to 
make the set up of child care centers possible such as giving tax relief for child care purposes. In addition, it could 
be seen that knowingly women and girls are the largest victims of sexual violence and crimes, they all called for 
heavier punishments and wider protection in that area, while none of the men representatives made proposals on 
that particular issues. Even In the so-called non-women issues, they are likely to insert their perspectives which 
showed concerns on women and children in general. 
 
Hence, it can be argued that the women representatives are important in the parliament, because they brought 
different set of concerns that affect women’s lives (and girls) at workplace,  at home and even in the public lives. 
They also shown a degree of solidarity for women when raised the problems of women and families abroad. This 
requires a high degree of understanding and empathy. It  is only possible when the women share almost 
similar  social position and roles in the communities, making them “speaking the same language”.   Anne Phillips 
(1990) asserts that,  women’s different legislative priorities should not be explained through essentialism . It is 
women’s social position and their specific roles in society that determine their experiences, concerns and 
priorities, which later translated into their representational roles. To put simply, not only women representation is 
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